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During a 10-day conference in Rio de Janeiro ending July 1, 42 member-nations of the International
Tropical Timber Organization approved plans for an "experiment" in preserving hardwood trees
while also making profits in Brazil's Amazon region. The organization is a new trading group that
for the first time brings together countries that produce and consume tropical hardwood trees.
Common to all debates at the conference was the rapid depletion of the earth's tropical timber.
Trade worth $6 billion per year is at stake. The Brazilian plan is the most ambitious of its kind. It
will be launched in September, when technicians start compiling an inventory of all usable species
in a portion of the Antimart Forest, a 247,000 acre reserve in the state of Acre. In stages they will
study the rate and quantity at which forest products can be responsibly exploited or replanted and
then, in the final stage, create companies to handle them. The forest yields Brazil nuts, resin, rubber
and medicinal plants and has some of Brazil's last remaining mahogany. Japan, world's the single
largest importer of tropical timber, on July 1 pledged $2 million that made the start of the project
possible. The state of Acre was selected due to low population density (residents number 350,000),
and 95% of its forest cover is still intact. However, this frontier state is quickly becoming a new
target of investors and settlers. If the experiment is successful, it can serve as a model to manage
similar forest areas throughout the western Amazon, which extends from Brazil into neighboring
Bolivia, Peru, Venezuela and Colombia. Such forest management would effectively require a
regional policy to handle the settlers, loggers, miners and livestock growers who are currently
staking out the jungle. The plan received enthusiastic support from biologists, economists, timber
merchants and ecologists attending the conference. For centuries, logging in the tropics has been
strictly a predatory practice, and even today, conservationists say tropical plantations are small
and replanting rare; less than one tree replaces every 20 brought down. Although delegates called
the Timber Conference the most important existing political forum for dealing with tropical forest
issues, the meetings evidenced the distance between the poor nations that own the jungles and the
rich that buy the wood. The poor nations emphasized that the rich controlled the market and the
industrialization of wood and kept wood prices low through stockpiling. In turn, the rich argued that
the poor should become better organized, meet delivery deadlines and quality needs and enforce
laws that protect their forests. (Basic data from New York Times, 07/03/88)
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